Greater energy demand of exercise during pregnancy does not impact mechanical efficiency.
Pregnant women are recommended to engage in 150 minutes of moderate-intensity physical activity per week to reduce pregnancy complications. Many women struggle to remain physically active throughout pregnancy, and there is no consensus about whether women adopt a less efficient movement pattern as they progress through pregnancy and experience gestational weight gain. This study assessed the change in energy expenditure and mechanical efficiency in pregnant women (PREG; N=10) when performing a walking treadmill task in early-, mid-, and late-pregnancy and also compared to age- and BMI-matched, non-pregnant (CON; N=10) group. On average, the PREG group gained within the Institute of Medicine's gestational weight gain guidelines (11.6 ± 3.6 kg) and were all inactive (measured using accelerometry) by the third trimester, as per the 2019 Canadian physical activity guidelines for pregnant women. Energy expended to complete the walking task increased throughout pregnancy and was higher than the controls (111.5 ± 24.6 kcal) in mid-and late-pregnancy (139.0 ± 22.2 kcal, p=0.02 and 147.3 ± 24.6 kcal, p=0.005 respectively), but not early pregnancy (129.9 ± 18.9 kcal, p=0.08). Walking mechanical efficiency was similar within pregnant women at each time point and compared to non-pregnant controls. Our findings add to the growing body of evidence demonstrating that pregnant women can safely perform physical activity by showing that walking mechanical efficiency is unchanged at low to moderate intensities. ●Energy demand during exercise increases proportionally to weight gain across pregnancy trimesters. ●However, mechanical efficiency remains unchanged during low- to moderate-intensity walking.